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Abstract: This paper examines the role of syntactic 
complexity in L2 reading outcomes across different EFL 
proficiency levels in an Indonesian university. Indonesian 
university students (N=148) at Intermediate and Advanced 
levels of proficiency read four English passages differing in 
syntactic complexity. The latter was measured by several 
widely used text modelling tools. Participants read two low 
and two high complexity texts and completed a post-test 
comprehension test. Syntactic complexity had a statistically 
significant but low magnitude effect size, accounting for 2%-
5% of the variance of reading performance between the L2 
English proficiency levels. There were also noticeable 
differences in text analysis measures across the different 
complexity tools. The usefulness of syntactic complexity as 
an isolated dimension of text complexity is evaluated. The 
contribution of this study to the field both in theory and 
practice is presented. 
 
Keywords: readability; reading outcomes; syntactic 
complexity. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Reading skill is of central importance in English medium 
academic study in a second language. Better readers in second 
language (L2) settings perform better than their less proficient 
counterparts (Anderson, 1999a, p. 2). Mastering reading competence 
is one of the most essential goals for students in L2 context (Richards 
& Renandya, 2002). Factors contributing to L2 reading include lexical 
knowledge (Kweldju, 1997, 2000; Muldjani, Koda, & Moates, 1998; 
Nurweni & Read, 1999; Sahiruddin, 2008b), the role of L1 reading 
(Koda, 1988), topic familiarity (Anderson, 1999b; Goodman, 1967; 
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Pulido, 2004, 2007),  comprehension strategy (Pearson, 2009), and L2 
linguistic knowledge (Bernhardt & Kamil, 1995). As typical of many 
EFL settings, Indonesian students find it a challenge to develop the 
English reading skills needed to read the English textbooks required in 
their university study. Kweldju (2002) found that university learners in 
one of universities in Indonesia had lower vocabulary knowledge. 
Similarly, Sahiruddin (2008a) reported lower vocabulary size the 
learners had and it contributed to lower reading performance. The 
level of knowledge and skills the reader brings to a reading task are 
crucial predictors of reading outcomes. However, the contribution of 
reader’s knowledge to reading outcomes is only part of the story. 
Reading outcomes are the result of the interaction between learner-
internal factors and the linguistic complexity level within the text. The 
level of complexity of the text (generally known as text complexity or 
text readability) is also a crucial aspect. Complexity is widely defined 
as the range of complexity in terms of the lexical and syntactic features 
for the written or spoken, which affect how easy it is to understand 
(Skehan, 2009). The role of text complexity on reading outcomes has 
been of particular interest in reading education, where evidence shows 
texts with high complexity given to beginner readers may result in 
poor reading performance while texts with low complexity given to 
more advanced readers will also result to less than optimum learning 
outcomes since the texts may not challenge their current level of 
reading ability. 
The construct of text complexity consists of both lexical and 
syntactic complexity. Lexical complexity consists of word length and 
word frequency. Syntactic complexity, on the other hand, involves 
sentence length as an index of complexity. Readability formulas 
combine both dimensions to yield an overall text complexity measure. 
The focus in this paper is on syntactic complexity alone. The few 
studies on the role of syntactic complexity on L2 reading are 
inconclusive. Nation and Snowling (2010) found similar pattern that 
syntactic complexity influences reading performance and differentiate 
between normal readers and poor comprehenders. This provides 
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support for syntactic complexity as factor affecting L2 reading. In 
contrast, other studies showed an opposite result (Barrot, 2013; Karami 
& Salahshoor, 2014). In addition, syntactic complexity was of interest 
since text readability formula had much more weight on syntactic 
complexity (in this case sentence length index) (Hiebert, 2012). Due to 
inconclusive findings as set out above about the role of syntactic 
complexity in reading, this paper is interested to scrutinize the role of 
syntactic complexity on L2 reading in an Indonesian context. This may 
add more comprehensive information about the role of textual 
syntactic complexity in second language setting.  
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Text complexity was historically developed in English native 
speaker context (L1 setting) resulting that text complexity predicted L1 
reading performance. It has been proposed that readability formula or 
quantitative readability as reliable indicator or a correlate of potential 
reading difficulty in the L2 (Koda, 2005, p. 109). Looking at text 
variables in specific such as lexical complexity and syntactic 
complexity which were believed to affect reading performance, these 
two variables are discussed here although the focus of the study would 
be only of syntactic complexity. Generally, syntactic complexity 
denotes the level of sophistication what language forms at the surface 
level either in the written or spoken (Ortega, 2003, p. 492), and also 
languages used to deliver ideas (Carroll, 2008, p. 288). Syntactic 
complexity involves size of production units (spoken and written 
forms), range of grammatical patterns, and intricacy of the structures 
used. All these features lead to the complexity of structures or syntax. 
For example, complex sentence is associated with one of complex 
syntactic forms which contain one or more dependent clauses besides 
its independent clause. In psycholinguistic perspectives, complex 
sentence is one expressing more than propositions so that beside the 
fact that such linguistic forms are difficult to process, comprehending 
the propositions within those linguistic forms is also not easy.  
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Syntactic complexity is significant to examine since the ability 
to understand sentence meaning is very essential to generate a coherent 
mental representation of text meaning. The readers could get 
propositions of texts as to integrate this information with previous 
knowledge (Kintsch, 1998). In addition, English teaching practices in 
Indonesia put much attention of grammar learning for students with a 
belief that grammar understanding would help students develop their 
reading ability. 
Meanwhile, syntactic complexity where generally assessed by 
sentence length was found to affect reading. For instance, in the 1980s 
studies, Berman (1984, p. 153) suggested that syntactic complexity is 
vital factor to understand the message in the text.  In long sentences 
particularly within complex sentences, for instance, where some 
sentences are interrelated each other, readers are required to uncover 
the meaning of every sentence embedded. As a result, if readers had a 
problem with syntactic patterns and their meaning they would found 
difficult to get the amount of information and store it to their memory 
and in turn they could not relate one information with others (missing 
points). In particular, related to the role of sentence length as an index 
of syntactic complexity, Coleman (1964, p. 190) pointed out that 
sentence length can predict readability because it is correlated with 
syntactic complexity predictors such as nesting, transformation 
complexity and others. Simply put, the more complex sentences will be 
more difficult to be processed for comprehension. In psychological 
terms, Kintsch (1998) and Lennon and Burdick (2014) provide supports 
to the role of sentence length in comprehension suggesting the long 
sentence is likely containing multiple discrete ideas (known as 
prepositions) which in turn requires readers to spend more time for 
comprehension. Embedded structure in long sentence or complex 
sentence carries many proposition in the text by which readers should 
be able to uncover such propositions and their logical relationship of 
the information in the text. Within the role of syntactic complexity, 
Nation and Snowling (2010) found similar pattern that syntactic 
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complexity and semantic ambiguity influence reading performance 
and differentiate between normal readers and poor comprehenders.  
However, syntactic complexity defined within sentence length 
construct also was found to have a weak contributory effect. For 
example, syntactic complexity was found not significant at influencing 
grade 7 readers’ reading comprehension since they could comprehend 
short and long texts equally (Davison, Wilson, & Herman, 1986). 
Davidson and Green (1988) also posited that syntactic complexity did 
not lead to the difficulty of text for comprehension. Similarly, Arya et 
al. (2011) found that syntactic complexity (referring to embedded 
structure and complex construction or mean number of clauses) did 
not play a fundamental role in L1 third graders’ reading performance 
over four texts used in their study, arguing certain lengthy sentences 
sometimes were easier to comprehend when compared to short 
sentences.  
Another syntactic complexity measure which assess sentence 
complexity is what was suggested by Ellis (2009, p. 495) about the 
quantity of subordination / the mean number of clauses per T-unit. 
Simply defined, T-unit is the smallest unit of a text containing one 
independent clause with its independent clause (Hunt, 1970, p. 189). 
Assessing the role of syntactic complexity  to L2 speaking assessment, 
Iwashita, Brown, Mcnamara, and O’hagan (2008, p. 32) assessed 
grammatical or syntactic complexity in spoken assessment employing 
the number of clauses per T-unit as one of the measures. In addition, 
Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki, and Kim (1998) used clauses per T-unit and 
number of dependent clauses per T-unit to evaluate the levels of 
syntactic complexity. Recently, Ortega (2003) conducting a meta 
studies of 25 research for written works produced in EFL and ESL 
setting scaling the syntactic complexity found that mean length of T-
unit became the most frequent criteria employed in those studies.  
Barrot (2013, p. 12) comparing the effect of both lexical 
complexity and syntactic complexity on reading by sixty primary 
students in Manila also found that syntactic complexity (measured 
from mean length of T-units, average number of words in T-units, total 
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number of T-units did  not significantly affect reading comprehension, 
but lexical complexity was the most determining factor for reading 
comprehension. Different means of T unit in words (MLT-W) and 
sentences (MLT-M) did not bring any difference of means but similar 
effect. On the other hand, recently Karami and Salahshoor (2014) 
investigated to what extent do syntactic complexity (T-unit) and lexical 
complexity (lexical frequency index) affect academic reading 
comprehension (IELTS) by 50 Iranian university students enrolled in 
Teaching English program. It revealed that both lexical complexity and 
syntactic complexity significantly affect L2 reading outcomes, β=.39 for 
lexical complexity and β=.37 for syntactic complexity. 
Overall, support for the direct link between syntactic 
complexity and reading performance has been inconclusive. Syntactic 
measures of syntactic complexity do not consistently relate to reading 
comprehension. This study focused only on the role of syntactic 
complexity in text comprehension. As part of larger study on the role 
of readability in L2 setting, investigating the contribution of syntactic 
complexity alone establishes the extent to which this factor alone 
affects reading comprehension. The study evaluates the contribution 
that a range of syntactic complexity measures make to individual 
differences in L2 reading outcomes. These are word per sentence 
(Flesch’s formula), Clause per T-units, mean clause of T-unit, clauses 
per sentence (Syntactic analyser), Syntactic complexity (SourceRater 
formula) and Syntactic simplicity (Coh-Metrix formula) influenced in 
L2 reading. The hypothesis was that syntactic complexity and 2 
reading may be highly correlated and become a strong predictor for L2 
reading. 
  
METHOD 
The study examines measures of syntactic complexity and the 
effect they have on L2 reading outcomes. Indonesian university 
students at Intermediate and Advanced levels of ESL proficiency read 
English passages of different syntactic complexity (low, high). The 
questions being examined here are: 1) What is the effect of textual 
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syntactic complexity measures on L2 reading outcomes? and 2) What 
is the contribution of syntactic complexity in predicting L2 reading 
outcomes by different proficiency levels? 
It is hypothesised that textual syntactic complexity is closely 
related to reading performance suggesting that the higher the 
complexity of a given text (as measured by sentence length and T-
units), the more challenging the text will be for comprehension. In 
more detail, the influence of syntactic complexity is different across 
group proficiency indicating that the more proficient or skilled readers 
have better reading performance across different syntactic 
complexities. 
To answer the questions, two studies or experiments were 
conducted where this study focused on comparing the performance of 
low proficiency group and high proficiency group based on academic 
performance (TOEICS). 
This compared the performance of L2 Indonesian university 
adult on a battery of online experimental reading tests comprising of 
two low and two high syntactic complexity texts (four texts) with 
various syntactic complexities (two low and two high syntactic 
complexity).  
The participants are Indonesian EFL learners (N=148) in an 
Indonesian university English Study Program, ranging from first- and 
second-year university level. They were between 18 and 23 years of 
age. Participants had finished a normal of 6 years learning formal 
English as a foreign language through formal education.  Their mean 
scores on Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) 
were 526 (SD=187) with maximum score 990. Those who got score 
above 500 (M=684, SD=103) were clustered as high proficiency group 
(n= 77) and those whose score was below 500 (n=71, M= 355, SD= 69) 
were classified as low proficiency group (n=71). 
Four texts of approximately 250-300 words in length were used 
in the study. Four passages were selected from published samples of 
as Test of English as a Foreign Language (Davy & Davy, 2002; Duffy & 
Mahnke, 1998). Of four texts, two were of low syntactic complexity and 
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two were high syntactic complexity based on Flesch’s readability 
formula (Flesch, 1948, 1951, 1979), SourceRater readability (Sheehan, 
Kostin, Futagi, & Flor, 2010), CohMetrix formula (Graesser, 
McNamara, Louwerse, & Cai, 2004; McNamara, Louwerse, McCarthy, 
& Graesser, 2010), and syntactic complexity analyser (Aihaiyang 
software, 2013). These readability formulas were chosen because they 
were the widely employed readability formula in current readability 
research, in spite of its syntactic complexity descriptions. The levels of 
syntactic complexity in the texts were assessed in term of sentence 
length (word per sentence), average clauses per sentence, and mean 
length of T-units. T-unit analysis was utilized since this syntactic 
complexity measure has been found to be correlated with academic 
achievement (Hunt, 1970), L2 reading (Barrot, 2013; Karami & 
Salahshoor, 2014). 
The result of syntactic complexity assessment on four texts use 
in this study showed the same results about the level of syntactic 
complexity in the texts being evaluated (see Table 1). Each participant 
was given online reading tests.  Since two low syntactic complexity-
texts were not difference in terms of complexity and the same case was 
also evident to two high syntactic complexity texts, the two low and 
two high syntactic complexity texts were then combined for each level 
(see Table 1).  
The reading tests included five multiple-choice questions 
measuring both literal and implicit information in the texts. Text 
comprehension was evaluated by five multiple-choice items given at 
the end of each text.  
The participants were individually assessed in computer 
laboratory using online reading tests containing four texts followed by 
five multiple choice questions for each text allowing 75 minutes to 
finish the tests. They were required to read the text through the 
computer screen and followed by multiple-choice questions. They 
were warned that they cannot go back to texts once they finished 
reading. The decision of inability to get back to text  when answering 
questions  was based on other studies in Berlin German revealing that 
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without text condition was more sensitive and purer to assess online 
comprehension as reflected in the quality of the mental representation 
of the texts (Schroeder, 2011, p. 892). The total score on each passage 
was 100.  
 
Table 1. Syntactic complexity measures from several readability 
formulas 
Topics 
 Source-Rater 
readability 
(Sheehan, et 
al. 2010) 
Flesch 
readability 
(Flesch, 
1947, 1976) 
Coh-
Metr
ix 
Syntactic complexity analyser 
Ws1 SR2 TCO3 W/S4 RE5 SS6 C/S7 ML
T8 
MLC9 T/S10 CT11 
Television 205 50 56 18 55 49 1.9 18 10 1 1 
Aging 310 58 75 22 43 30 1.5 20 15 1 2 
Susan 257 66 56 29 63 2 2.0 25 14 1 5 
Literature 311 73 75 39 25 2 2.3 28 19 2 5 
Notes: 1) Ws: Words, 2) SR: Syntactic complexity, 3) TCO: Text complexity overall, 4) W/S: Word 
per sentence, 5) RE: Reading ease, 6) SS: Syntactic simplicity, 7) C/S: Clauses per sentence (Norman 
et al. 1992), 8) MLT: Mean length of T-unit (MLT) (Iwashita, 2006), 9) MLC: Mean length of clause 
(MLC), 10) T/S: T-unit per sentence (T/S), 11) CT: Clause per T-Unit (CT) (Iwashita, 2006; Beers 
& Nagy, 2009). 
 
FINDINGS 
Mean accuracy scores for entire participants can be depicted in 
Table 2. The data were normally distributed based on the value of 
skewness (S=1.33) and kurtosis (K=-.01) representing the values below 
1.96 or 2.58 (Field, 2009, p. 139).  The reading data was strongly reliable 
at Cronbach’s α=.90.  A summary of reading accuracy on four texts 
with two low syntactic complexity levels and two high syntactic 
complexity levels is described in Table 2. Further analysis focused on 
the combined data from both low syntactic complexity scores and high 
complexity scores.  
The first aim of the study was to scrutinize to what degree did 
syntactic complexity variable influence reading outcomes in general 
and by group proficiency level in particular.  
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for reading accuracy across syntactic 
complexities 
Syntactic complexity  Texts M SD 
Low 
 
Television 62 22 
Aging 28 22 
Low subtotal 45 22 
High 
Susan 47 24 
Literature 33 19 
High subtotal 40 21 
 
First, paired t-test was conducted to assess whether reading 
accuracy for low syntactic complexity scores and high syntactic 
complexity was different. The result revealed that across group 
proficiency levels, reading accuracy scores were significantly higher 
for low syntactic complexity (M=45, SD=22) than for high syntactic 
complexity (M=40, SD=21), t(72)=6.27, p<.000, d=1.48. Cohen’s d effect 
size was computed using online tool via 
http://www.uccs.edu/~lbecker/. This revealed a small effect size of 
the difference (Cohen, 1988) so that syntactic complexity (low and high 
syntactic complexity) did differentiate reading performance across 
group proficiency levels but it had small effects. This supported the 
idea that the reading performance was accounted by other variables 
such as lexical complexity. 
 
Table 3. Descriptive statistics for reading accuracy across syntactic 
complexities by proficiency groups 
Complexity High 
proficiency 
group 
Low proficiency 
group 
Overall 
M SD M SD M SD 
Low 55 18 35 14 45 19 
High 49 12 29 15 40 17 
 
Looking at more details on the group performance (high 
proficient group and low proficient group) on both low syntactic 
complexity-based texts and high syntactic complexity, reading 
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accuracy means for low syntactic complexity and high syntactic 
complexity discriminates the two group proficiency levels at p<.000.  
The mean accuracy for each group is illustrated in Table 3. Overall, low 
syntactic complexity demonstrated a higher performance compared to 
high syntactic complexity. This finding supports the hypothesis that 
reading comprehension decline is due to the increase of syntactic 
complexity level within texts (figure 1). Regardless of syntactic 
complexity factors, high proficiency groups outperformed low 
proficiency group. 
 
 
Figure 1. Means accuracy by proficiency levels and syntactic levels 
 
Two-way (Group x Syntactic level) ANOVA was conducted to 
see the difference of reading performance by two proficiency groups 
on two syntactic complexity level-based reading. Group was the 
between subject factor (High proficient group x Low proficient group) 
and syntactic levels become the within subject factor, repeated measure 
factors (low syntactic level x high complexity).  The results revealed a 
main effect of group proficiency level on reading performance, F 
(1,73)=26.92, p=.000 , Ƞp2 (partial η2)=.269, and syntactic complexity 
level, F (1,72)=7.77, p=.007 , Ƞp2=.098. There was no interaction between 
group proficiency and syntactic complexity level, F (1,72)=0.795, p=.375 
, Ƞp2=.011. Pair wise comparison for group and syntactic level showed 
the mean differences were significant at p<.05, based on a Bonferroni 
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adjustment made for multiple comparison. The absence of the 
interaction between group proficiency levels and syntactic complexity 
demonstrated that group differences in reading performance were not 
affected by the role of syntactic complexity. 
Furthermore, one-way (syntactic level) ANOVA by group was 
conducted to see in more detail how different proficiency groups 
performed at every level of syntactic complexity-based texts (see Table 
4). Analysis of variance on low level of syntactic complexity text 
revealed significant main effect of group proficiency levels on reading 
performance, F(1, 73)=.26.92, p=.000 , Ƞp2=. 269. In case of reading 
performance on high syntactic complexity –based texts, significant 
main effect of proficiency levels was observed on reading performance, 
F(1, 71)=.42.82, p=.000 , Ƞp2 =. 376. Post hoc analyses using Bonferroni 
indicated that statistical difference of low syntactic complexity and 
high syntactic complexity- based reading performance were evident at 
p=.000. These results illustrated that syntactic complexity did 
discriminate reading performance by group proficiency levels. This 
finding supports the hypothesis that syntactic complexity level in the 
texts did consistently predict reading performance between high and 
low proficiency groups. Simply put, increasing the level of syntactic 
complexity overall reduce reading comprehension for two proficiency 
groups.  
 
Table 4 Results of ANOVA by group proficiency levels 
Syntactic 
complexity levels 
Reading accuracy 
Sig. 
Partial 
2 
High 
proficiency 
Low 
proficiency 
Low 55 35 .000 .269 
High 49 29 .000 .376 
Key: Significant value at the .05  
 
The second purpose of the paper was to investigate syntactic 
complexity and its role in predicting L2 reading outcomes across and 
between group proficiency levels.  The influential power of syntactic 
complexity in reading was assessed by Pearson’s correlation and 
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hierarchical regression analyses. Syntactic complexity levels (high & 
low) as predictor variable and reading accuracy as the criterion 
variable. A summary of the results are presented in Table 3. Both 
syntactic complexity measure and reading measure were less 
correlated across proficiency levels, Pearson’s r (148)=.14, p<.098. In 
line with this, syntactic complexity accounted for only amount of 
variance of around 2% in reading measure, indicating that syntactic 
complexity brought less improvement in reading comprehension 
(Table 5). This suggested that syntactic complexity was less predictive 
of reading performance across proficiency levels. 
 
Table 5. Hierarchical regression analyses of the syntactic complexity 
measure as predictors variable and reading performance as criterion 
across group proficiency levels 
N R R2 AdjustedR2 R2change B SEB β 
148 .14 .019 .012 .019 -
4.910 
2.950 -
.136 
F significant at * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001. 
  
A further set of correlation and regression was also computed 
in between group proficiency levels. As indicated in Table 6, syntactic 
complexity was not significantly correlated with reading performance 
ranging from r=.17 (high proficient group) to r=.23 (low proficient 
group). In addition, the Fisher r-to-z transformation was utilized to 
evaluate whether the two correlation coefficients of two group 
proficiency levels were significant or not, and it was found that the two 
coefficient values were not statistically different (p=.711, z=-0.37). In 
terms of predictive value of syntactic complexity toward reading, 
syntactic complexity explained only 3% of the variance of reading for 
high group proficiency and 5% of the variance for low proficiency 
group.  Overall, syntactic complexity was less predictive on reading 
performance between two group proficiency levels suggesting that 
many other variables accounted for L2 reading performance. 
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Table 6. Hierarchical regression analyses of syntactic complexity 
measure as predictors variable and reading performance as criterion 
by group proficiency levels 
Proficiency 
levels 
R R2 AdjustedR2 R2change B SEB β 
High 
proficiency 
(n=77) 
.17 .029 .016 .029 
(n.s) 
-
5.365 
3.564 -
.171 
Low 
proficiency 
(n=71) 
.23 .054 .041 .054 
(n.s) 
-
6.707 
3.367 -
.233 
 
DISCUSSION 
This paper was intended to examine two questions of (1) 
whether syntactic complexity exerts great effects on L2 reading 
performance in Indonesian EFL context, and (2) to what extent 
syntactic complexity predicts L2 reading. The results of this experiment 
provided partial support for the link between syntactic complexity and 
L2 reading. It is partial since the evidence demonstrated that the 
difference of reading outcomes for low syntactic complexity and high 
syntactic complexity was small across and between group proficiency 
levels. On the other words, this partially supports the complexity-
accuracy framework (Skehan, 2009) in reading by which the higher 
complexity in the texts, the lower accuracy performance on reading 
outcomes. The finding showed a decline in reading comprehension 
when the texts contain more increasing of syntactic complexity across 
and between group proficiency levels. Reading performance on texts 
with low syntactic complexity levels was better than reading accuracy 
on texts with high syntactic complexity. 
Meanwhile, the effect of proficiency levels in L2 reading was 
more pronounced than the effect of syntactic complexity in which the 
latter showed a small effect power. It demonstrated that L2 proficiency 
plays fundamental effect on L2 reading outcomes (Bernhardt & Kamil, 
1995). Moreover, it is acknowledged here that these participants were 
still struggling with reading comprehension since the overall 
performance was still below 60%.  
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In addition, low correlation was observed between syntactic 
complexity and reading comprehension across and between group 
proficiency levels. The evidence that the two correlation values 
between the two groups were not significant also indicated that 
syntactic complexity did not affect much on reading comprehension. 
Following such pattern, syntactic complexity was also less predictive 
to reading comprehension accounting for only 3-5% of reading 
variance. This finding supported previous findings about non-
significant effect of syntactic complexity on reading by children (Arya 
et al., 2011) and L2 adult (Barrot, 2013). Hence, this fact was against the 
finding that syntactic complexity contributes significantly to L2 
reading with β=.37 (Karami & Salahshoor, 2014). Furthermore, looking 
at the effect of lexical complexity as a function of textual complexity on 
reading comprehension might be of interest for further studies. 
In addition, it may be that the construct of the correlation 
between syntactic complexity and L2 reading outcome was indirect. It 
could be argued that syntactic complexity and text comprehension are 
essentially independent.  More complexity in syntactic level does not 
necessarily equal lower reading comprehension. Since syntactic 
complexity is only one measure of text readability measures instead of 
lexical complexity, it is playing a role but other factors might explain 
other variance in L2 reading. It may be that there are other factors such 
as lexical which make L2 reading easy and difficult to process since 
some reading scholars found understanding words was a bottleneck in 
L2 reading (Anderson, 1999a; Grabe, 2009). In other words, simple 
sentences with less frequent words used might be more difficult than 
complex syntactic structures with popular or most frequent words 
used.  
The result of this study partially confirms the hypothesis about 
the role of textual syntactic complexity as a function of text complexity 
on reading performance. This might have practical implication 
particularly in testing purposes. Syntactic complexity was not 
sufficient to have a high proportion in judging the level of complexity 
of the texts. In pedagogical purposes, reducing the syntactic 
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complexity of the texts may not bring group’s reading comprehension 
differences significantly. Another variable in text complexity such as 
lexical complexity might have a better predictive value on L2 reading.
  
CONCLUSION 
This study reveals that  syntactic complexity and accuracy in 
reading texts are fundamental aspects of L2 reading but since syntactic 
complexity play a little effect, lexical complexity as another function of 
text complexity need to be considered in future study so that the two 
general linguistic factors in text complexity framework (lexical 
complexity and syntactic complexity) can be closely assessed for future 
practical testing purposes and pedagogical considerations particularly 
in L2 context. 
 
REFERENCES 
Anderson, N. J. (1999a). Exploring second language reading: Issues and 
strategies. Boston, MA: Heinle & Heinle. 
Anderson, N. J. (1999b). Exploring Second Language Reading: Issues and 
Strategies. Boston, MA: Heinle & Heinle Publishers. 
Anderson, N. J. (2000). Assessing reading. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
Anderson, R., & Davidson, A. (1986). Conceptual and empirical bases of 
readability formulas. USA: Bolt, Beranek and Newman. 
Arya, D. J., Hiebert, E. H., & Pearson, P. D. (2011). The effects of 
syntactic and lexical complexity on the comprehension of 
elementary science texts. International Electronic Journal of 
Elementary Education, 4(1), 107-125.  
Bachman, L. F. (2002). Some reflections on task‐based language 
performance assessment. Language Testing,, 9(4), 453-476.  
Barrot, J. S. (2013). Revisiting the role of linguistic complexity in ESL 
reading comprehension. 3L: The Southeast Asian Journal of 
English Language Studies, 19(1), 5-18.  
JEELS (Journal of English Education and Linguistics Studies), 6(2), 165-188. 
181 
Beers, S. F., & Nagy, W. E. (2009). Syntactic complexity as a predictor 
of adolescent writing quality: Which measures? Which genre? 
Read Writ, 22, 185–200. doi: 10.1007/s11145-007-9107-5 
Berman, R. (1984). Syntactic components of the FL reading process. In 
J. C. ALDERSON & A. H. URQUHART (Eds.), Reading in a 
Foreign Language. USA: Longman. 
Bernhardt, E. B., & Kamil, M. L. (1995). Interpreting relationships 
between L1 and L2 reading: Consolidating the linguistic 
interdependent hypothesis. Applied Linguistics, 16, 15-34.  
Carpenter, P. A., & Just, M. A. (1977). Reading comprehension as eyes 
see it. In M. A. Just & P. A. Carpenter (Eds.), Cognitive processes 
in comprehension (pp. 109-139). Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates Publishers. 
Carpenter, P. A., Miyake, A., & Just, M. A. (1994). Working memory 
constraints in comprehension: Evidence from individual 
differences, aphasia, and aging. In M. A. Gernsbacher (Ed.), 
Handbook of Psycholinguistics (pp. 1075-1022). San Diego, CA: 
Academic Press. 
Carrol, J. B. (1972). Defining language comprehension: Some 
speculations. In J. R. Carroll & R. O. Freedle (Eds.), Language 
comprehension and the acquisition of knowledge. Washington, D.C.: 
Winston & Sons. 
Carroll, D. W. (2008). Psychology of language (5 ed.). Belmont, CA: 
Thomson Wadsworth. 
Chall, J. S., & Dale, E. (1995). Readability revisited - The New Dale-Chall 
readability formula. Cambridge, MA: Brookline Books. 
Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences. 
Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
Coleman, E. B. (1964). The comprehensibility of several grammatical 
transformations. Journal of Applied Psychology, 48, 186-190.  
Crossley, S. A., Louwerse, M. M., McCarthy, P. M., & McNamara, D. S. 
(2007). A Linguistic Analysis of Simplified and Authentic Texts. 
The Modern Language Journal, 91(1), 15-30.  
Sahiruddin. (2019). Textual Syntactic Complexity and Its Role in Second 
Language Reading Outcomes in Indonesia. 
182 
Daneman, M., & Carpenter, A., Patricia. (1980). Individual Differences 
in Working Memory and Reading. Journal of Verbal Learning and 
Verbal Behavior 19, 450-466.  
Daneman, M., & Merikle, P. M. (1996). Working memory and language 
comprehension: A meta-analysis. Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, 
3(4), 422-433.  
Davidson, A., & Green, G. (1988). Introduction. In A. Davidson & G. 
Green (Eds.), Linguistic complexity and text comprehension: 
Readability issue considered (pp. 1-4). Hillsdale NJ: Erlbaum. 
Davison, A., Wilson, P., & Herman, G. (1986). Effects of syntactic 
connectives and organizing cues on text comprehension. Champaign, 
IL: Center for the Study of Reading. 
Davy, E., & Davy, K. (2002). Reading and vocabulary workbook for TOEFL 
exam. United State of America: Thomson Arco. 
Duffy, C. B., & Mahnke, M. K. (1998). The Heinemann ELT TOEFL 
Practice Test. New York: Macmillan Publishers Limited. 
Ellis, R. (2009). The Differential Effects of Three Types of Task Planning 
on the Fluency, Complexity, and Accuracy in L2 Oral 
Production. Applied Linguistics, 30(4), 474-509. doi: 
10.1093/applin/amp042 
Field, A. (2009). Discovering Statistics using SPSS (Third ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, California: SAGE Publications Inc. 
Flesch, R. (1948). A new readability yardstick. Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 32(3), 221-223.  
Flesch, R. (1951). How to test readability. New York: Harper. 
Flesch, R. (1979). How to write plain English. New York, NY: Harper and 
Row. 
Fry, E. (1968). A Readability Formula That Saves Time Journal of 
Reading, 11(7), 513-516.  
Fry, E. (1977). Fry’s readability graph: Clarifications, validity, and 
extension to Level 17. Journal of Reading, 21, 242-252.  
Fulcher, G. (1997). Text Difficulty and Accessibility: Reading Formulae 
and Expert Judgement System, 25(4), 497-513.  
JEELS (Journal of English Education and Linguistics Studies), 6(2), 165-188. 
183 
Goodman, K. S. (1967). Reading: A psycholinguistic guessing game. 
Journal of the reading specialist, 6, 126–135., 6, 126-135.  
Grabe, W. (2009). Reading in a second language: Moving from theory to 
practice. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
Graesser, A. C., McNamara, D. S., Louwerse, M. M., & Cai, Z. (2004). 
Coh-Metrix: Analysis of text on cohesion and language. Behavior 
Research Methods, Instruments, & Computers, 36(2), 193-202.  
Greenfield, G. R. (1999). Classic readability formulas in an EFL context: Are 
they valid for Japanese speaker? (Doctor of Education Dissertation), 
Temple University, Philadelphia, PA, United States.   (9938670) 
Greenfield, J. (2004). Readability formulas for EFL. JALT Journal, 26(1), 
5-24.  
Hamsik, M. J. (1984). Reading, readability, and the ESL reader. (Doctoral 
Dissertation), University of South Florida.    
Harrington, M., & Sawyer, M. (1992). L2 Working Memory Capacity 
And L2 Reading Skill. SSLA, 14, 25-38.  
Hiebert, E. H. (2012). Standard 10 of the Common Core State Standards: 
Examining Three Assumptions about Text Complexity. Katie Van 
Sluys, DePaul University. TextProject & University of 
California, Santa Cruz.  
Homburg, T. J. (1984). Holistic Evaluation of ESL Compositions: Can It 
Be Validated Objectively? . TESOL Quarterly, 18(1), 87-107.  
Hunt, K. W. (1970). Syntactic Maturity in Schoolchildren and Adult. 
Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 35(1), 
1-67.  
Initiative, C. C. S. S. (2010). Common Core State Standards for English 
language arts and literacy in history/social studies, science, and 
technical subjects:.   Retrieved August 27, 2014, from 
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/CCSSI_ELA%20Stand
ards.pdf  
Iwashita, N. (2006). Syntactic Complexity Measures and Their Relation 
to Oral Proficiency in Japanese as a Foreign Language. Language 
Assessment Quarterly, 3(2), 151-169. doi: 
10.1207/s15434311laq0302_4 
Sahiruddin. (2019). Textual Syntactic Complexity and Its Role in Second 
Language Reading Outcomes in Indonesia. 
184 
Iwashita, N., Brown, A., Mcnamara, T., & O’hagan, S. (2008). Assessed 
Levels of Second Language Speaking Proficiency: How 
Distinct? Applied Linguistics, 29(1), 24–49. doi: 
10.1093/applin/amm017 
Just, M. A., & Carpenter, P. A. (1992). A capacity theory of 
comprehension: Individual differences in working memory 
Psychological Review, 99(1), 122-149.  
Karami, M., & Salahshoor, F. (2014). The relative significance of lexical 
richness and syntactic complexity as predictors of academic 
reading performance. International Journal of Research Studies in 
Language Learning, 3(2), 17-28. doi: 10.5861/ijrsll.2013.477 
Kintsch, W. (1998). Comprehension: A framework for cognition. New York: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Koda, K. (1988). Cognitive process in second language reading: transfer 
of L1 reading skills and strategies. Second Language Research, 4, 
133-155. doi: 10.1177/026765838800400203 
Koda, K. (2005). Insights into Second Language Reading: A cross-linguistic 
approach. New Yrok: Cambridge University Press. 
Koizumi, R., & In’nami, Y. (2013). Vocabulary Knowledge and 
Speaking Proficiency among Second Language Learners from 
Novice to Intermediate Levels. Journal of Language Teaching and 
Research, 4(5), 900-913. doi: 10.4304/jltr.4.5.900-913 
Kweldju, S. (1997). English Department Students’ Vocabulary Size and 
the Development of a Model of Extensive Reading with 
Individualized Vocabulary Learning. Singapore: SEAMEO-
Regional Language Centre. 
Kweldju, S. (2000). Measuring Vocabulary Size and Developing a 
Model of Individualized Vocabulary Instruction: Integrating 
Language and Content. Indonesia: Directorate General of 
Higher Education, Ministry of Education and Culture. 
Kweldju, S. (2002). Pengajaran Bahasa Inggris Berbasis Leksikon: Sebuah 
Alternatif Yang tepat untuk Pengajaran Bahasa Inggris di Indonesia. 
State University of Malang.   
Laufer, B. (1989). What percentage of word lexis is essential for 
comprehension. In C. Lauren & M. Nordman (Eds.), Special 
JEELS (Journal of English Education and Linguistics Studies), 6(2), 165-188. 
185 
language: from human thinking to thinking machines. Clevedon: 
Multilingual Matters. 
Laufer, B. (1992). How much lexis is necessary for reading 
comprehension? In H. B. P. Arnaud (Ed.), Vocabulary and applied 
linguistics (pp. 126-132). London: MacMillan. 
Laufer, B. (1997). The lexical plight in second language reading: Words 
you don’t know, words you think you know, and words you 
can’t guess. In J. Coady & T. Huckin (Eds.), Second language 
vocabulary acquisition (pp. 20-34). Cambridge England: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Lennon, C., & Burdick, H. (2014). The lexile framework as an approach 
for reading measurement and success. MetaMetrics. 
McNamara, D. S., Louwerse, M. M., McCarthy, P. M., & Graesser, A. C. 
(2010 ). Coh-Metrix: Capturing Linguistic Features of Cohesion. 
Discourse Processes, 47(4), 292-330. doi: 
10.1080/01638530902959943 
Morris, L., & Cobb, T. (2004). Vocabulary profiles as predictors of the 
academic performance of Teaching English as a Second 
Language trainees. System, 32, 75-87. doi: 
10.1016/j.system.2003.05.001 
Muldjani, D., Koda, K., & Moates, D. R. (1998). The development of 
word recognition in a second language. Applied 
Psycholinguistics, 19, 99-113.  
Nagy, W. W., & Scott, J. A. (2000). Vocabulary processes. In M. L. 
Kamil, P. B. Mosenthal, P. D. Pearson & R. Barr (Eds.), Handbook 
of Reading Research (Vol. III, pp. 269-284). Mahwah, NJ: LEA. 
Nation, K., & Snowling, M. J. (2010). Factors influencing syntactic 
awareness skills in normal readers and poor comprehenders. 
Applied Psycholinguistics, 21, 229–241.  
Norman, S., Kemper, S., Kynette, D., Cheung, H., & Anagnopoulos, C. 
(1992). Syntactic complexity and adults' running memory span. 
Journal of Gerontology: Psychological Sciences, 46, 346-351.  
Nurweni, A., & Read, J. (1999). The English vocabulary knowledge of 
Indonesian university students. English for  Specific Purposes, 
18(2), 161-175.  
Sahiruddin. (2019). Textual Syntactic Complexity and Its Role in Second 
Language Reading Outcomes in Indonesia. 
186 
Ortega, L. (2003). Syntactic complexity measures and their relationship 
to L2 proficiency: A research synthesis of college-level L2 
writing. Applied Linguistics, 24(4), 492-518.  
Pearson, P. D. (2009). the roots of reading comprehension. In S. E. Israel 
& G. G. Duffy (Eds.), Handbook of research on reading 
comprehension (pp. 3-31). New York: Routledge. 
Proctor, C. P., Carlo, M., August, D., & Snow, C. (2005). Native Spanish-
Speaking Children Reading in English: Toward a Model of 
Comprehension. Journal of Educational Psychology, 97(2), 246-256.  
Pulido, D. (2004). The Relationship Between Text Comprehension and 
Second Language Incidental Vocabulary Acquisition: A Matter 
of Topic amiliarity? Language Learning, 54(3), 469-523.  
Pulido, D. (2007). The Effects of Topic Familiarity and Passage Sight 
Vocabulary on L2 Lexical Inferencing and Retention through 
Reading. Applied Linguistics, 28(1), 66-86. doi: 
10.1093/applin/aml049 
Richards, J. C., & Renandya, W. A. (2002). Methodology in Language 
Teaching: An Anthology of Current Practice. USA: Cambridge 
University Press. 
Roche, T., & Harrington, M. (2013). Recognition vocabulary knowledge 
as a predictor of academic performance in an English as a 
foreign language setting. Language Testing in Asia 3-12.  
Ruddel, M. R. (1994). Vocabulary knowledge and comprehension: a 
comprehension process view of complex literary relationship. 
In M. R. Ruddel & H. Singer (Eds.), Theoretical models and 
processes of reading (pp. 414-447). Newmark DE: International 
Reading Association. 
Sahiruddin. (2008a). Examining the relationship between recognition 
Yes/No test and reading comprehension in Indonesian EFL context. 
(Master in TESOL Studies), The University of Queensland, 
Australia.    
Sahiruddin. (2008b). Examining the relationship between vocabulary 
recognition performance and reading comprehension in Indonesian 
EFL context. (Master in TESOL STudies), University of 
Queensland, Australia.    
JEELS (Journal of English Education and Linguistics Studies), 6(2), 165-188. 
187 
Schmitt, N., Jiang, X., & Grabe, W. (2011). The Percentage of Words 
Known in a Text and Reading Comprehension. The Modern 
Language Journal, 95(i), 26-43. doi: 10.1111/j.1540-
4781.2011.01146.x 
Sheehan, K. M., Kostin, I., Futagi, Y., & Flor, M. (2010). Generating 
Automated Text Complexity Classifications That Are Aligned 
With Targeted Text Complexity Standards (pp. 1-42). Princeton, 
New Jersey: Educational Testing Service  
Skehan, P. (2009). Modelling Second Language Performance: 
Integrating Complexity, Accuracy, Fluency, and Lexis. Applied 
Linguistics, 30(4), 510-532. doi: 10.1093/applin/amp047 
Smagorinsky, P. (2001). If Meaning Is Constructed, What Is It Made 
from? Toward a Cultural Theory of Reading Review of 
Educational Research, 71(1), 133-169.  
Snow, C. E., & Sweet, A. P. (2003). Reading for Comprehension. In A. 
P. Sweet & C. E. Snow (Eds.), Rethinking reading comprehension 
(pp. 1-11). New York: Guilford Press. 
Stahl, S. A. (1999). Vocabulary development. Cambridge, MA: Brookline. 
Stanovich, K. E. (2000). Progress in understanding reading: Scientific 
foundations and new frontiers. New York: Guilford Press. 
Strother, J. B., & Ulijn, J. M. (1987). Does syntactic rewriting affect 
English for Science and Technology (EST) text comprehension? 
In J. DEVINE, P. CARRELL & D. ESKEY (Eds.), Research in 
reading in English as a second language (pp. 89-101). Washington, 
DC: TESOL. 
Ulijn, J. M., & Strother, J. B. (1990). The effect of syntactic simplification 
on reading EST texts as L1 and L2. Journal of Research in Reading, 
13, 38-54.  
Wolfe-Quintero, K., Inagaki, S., & Kim, H. (1998). Second language 
development in writing: Measures of fluency, accuracy, and 
complexity. Hawaii: University of Hawaii Press. 
Yamashita, J. (2013). Word recognition subcomponents and passage 
level reading in a foreign language. Reading in a Foreign 
Language, 25(1), 52-71. 
